A quantitative, descriptive research model was used to investigate the perceptions of teacher candidates ( = 32) in a clinically based dual certification program regarding their culminating student teaching experience. Data consisted of candidates' responses to both multiple choice and open ended survey items. Results indicated that teacher candidates within an undergraduate program leading to state teaching certification in both elementary and collaborative teaching (K-6) had positive perceptions regarding their preparedness as a result of prior experiences working in K-6 classrooms (44%) and interactions with in-service teachers (28%). In addition, teacher candidates perceived strong relationships with their university supervisors reporting that they received a greater amount of encouragement and feedback for improved teaching from their university supervisors than from their cooperating teachers.
Introduction
Clinical supervision has been well covered in scholarly literature [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] . According to Glickman [4] , clinical supervision is the "best known, oldest, and most widely used structure for working directly with classroom teachers. " Cogan [2] distinguishes between general supervision, which takes place mainly outside the classroom (i.e., writing and revising lessons, preparing instructional materials, etc.) and clinical supervision, which focuses on using actual classroom events to improve classroom instruction. Research on professional development schools and urban teacher residencies indicates that new teachers prepared in these intensive clinically based programs have greater teacher efficacy and higher retention rates [8] . Similarly, Carriveau [9] found that candidates in an elementary education, one-year residency program rated themselves significantly higher in teacher efficacy than secondary education candidates who completed a more traditional one-semester internship model.
In the last decade, substantial reports indicate that large numbers of teachers choose to leave the profession early in their careers [10] [11] [12] [13] . Though there may be many reasons for teacher attrition, the shortcomings of a traditional teacher preparation program have been cited as contributing to the continuous teacher turnover currently plaguing the profession [14, 15] . Specifically, the separation of theory and practice throughout traditional teacher preparation programs has been cited as one area of concern. Keiny [16] stated that "teachers' education should emphasize understanding not merely on the theoretical level, but as an integration of theory and action. " The answer may lie in using deep, rich field experiences to integrate the empirically-based pedagogy of teacher education courses with practically oriented application in order to graduate successful teachers committed to staying in the profession [17] . The task of better preparing new teachers takes a concerted effort by colleges of education to adequately consider current teaching challenges and, in response, create programs that suitably stimulate the transfer of a university-obtained knowledge base to a classroom setting [18] .
One university in the southeast United States creatively restructured its undergraduate teacher preparation programs in order to merge elementary and special education into a single program. These changes came in timely response to the intensifying demand for teachers who are prepared to work in inclusive classrooms. The K-6 Teacher Education program leads to dual certification in elementary and collaborative teaching (K-6) without increasing either the length of time or number of credit hours required for degree completion. To accomplish this, the curriculum was restructured to include both special education and general education standards in all courses. In addition to redesigning coursework, field experiences changed dramatically.
Critical to the new program were increased expectations regarding field requirements in both duration and application of content. Historically, field experiences have not been considered a priority in many teacher preparation programs [19] , tending to be sporadic and brief. Further, these experiences often lack specificities and reflective opportunities that guide candidates in what they are to be learning while also failing to make an adequate connection to other components of the program [20, 21] . In contrast, the K-6 Teacher Education program became a clinically based program combining coursework in general and special education with extensive field experiences totaling nearly 1,000 clock hours in a partner school over three consecutive semesters. Table 1 presents an overview of the program's courses and field experience requirements.
Eighteen partner elementary schools in two local districts were identified through a joint selection process involving university and public school personnel. Criteria for selection included strong principal leadership as evidenced by teacher commitment, academic achievement, and a positive school climate; a commitment to life-long learning; and a willingness to invest the time and effort in the preparation and mentoring of future teachers.
A university field experience supervisor was assigned to each participating school. Every field experience supervisor was a university faculty member designated to serve as liaison between the school and university while assuming responsibility for the supervision of all candidates within the school, regardless of the candidates' placement in the program. As a result, the traditional role of the university supervisor changed significantly to embrace a model of tiered supervision. The supervisors routinely adopted the role of mentor, coach, and evaluator as they regularly conducted the following activities: (1) conferenced with, observed, and evaluated candidates; (2) engaged in model teaching; (3) collaborated with the cooperating teachers, and (4) communicated with the school administration to ensure that the needs of the candidates, cooperating teachers, and elementary students were being met. Through their consistent presence, supervisors established secure, long-term relationships with both school personnel and candidates becoming a known commodity at the school.
According to Küster et al. [22] , preservice teachers must experience a wide range of learning opportunities during their preparation program to avoid feeling underprepared when they begin teaching. The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of K-6 Teacher Education candidates' in a clinically based, dual certification program regarding perceptions of their overall preparedness for student teaching in elementary classrooms. Specifically, the research questions for this study were as follows.
(1) What are candidates' perceptions regarding their overall preparedness for student teaching and the specific factors that contributed to their being prepared?
(2) What are candidates' perceptions regarding their relationships with their cooperating teachers and university supervisors?
Materials and Methods
The study was quantitative and descriptive, and survey method was applied to collect data. The data of the study was gathered through an anonymous, 20-item electronic survey routinely distributed to all teacher education candidates upon completion of their The participants were K-6 Teacher Education majors ( = 32) completing a program leading to a Bachelor of Science degree and dual certification in elementary and collaborative teaching who were student teaching during a single semester. To maintain complete anonymity, no demographic information was collected for participants. Descriptive statistics in the form of percentages were calculated for the participants' responses.
Results
Thirty-two participants responded to the question "Did you feel prepared for your overall student teaching experience? Specifically, what contributed to your feeling of being prepared?" Thirty-one (97%) reported feeling prepared for their overall student teaching experience while a single candidate reported feeling unprepared. Fourteen candidates (44%) listed prior experiences working with K-6 children in a classroom setting as having contributed to their feelings of preparedness. Of these, five candidates specifically mentioned required field experiences while four identified their voluntary participation in a university-sponsored summer enrichment program for elementary children. Nine candidates (28%) cited prior interactions with in-service teachers through both university-based and personal experiences as beneficial. Three candidates acknowledged the contributions of their cooperating teacher and/or the faculty at their placement school while one candidate named the university supervisor as having contributed to her sense of preparedness.
Participants ( = 32) also rated aspects of their relationship with their cooperating teachers and university supervisors. The results of these ratings are presented in Table 2 . Regarding their relationship with their cooperating teachers, 22 candidates (71.0%) strongly agreed that their cooperating teachers met with them routinely to assist in planning while 19 (61.3%) strongly agreed that their cooperating teachers provided feedback that was beneficial to improving their teaching. Twenty-one candidates (67.7%) strongly agreed that they were treated fairly and with respect by their cooperating teachers.
The results of the ratings regarding candidates' relationship with their university supervisors are presented in Table 3 . Twenty-one candidates (67.7%) strongly agreed that they were encouraged by their supervisors and that supervisors provided feedback to help improve their teaching. Only 17 (54.8%) strongly agreed that they met routinely with their university supervisors to receive planning assistance. All 32 candidates (100%) agreed, at least somewhat, that they were treated fairly and with respect by their university supervisors and that their university supervisors demonstrated commitment to their well-being and development.
Candidates reported the number of university supervisors' visits to the classrooms during the fifteen-week student teaching semester as follows: 6 candidates (19.4%) were visited 3 or 4 times and 25 candidates (80.6%) were visited 5 or more times.
Discussion
Almost all candidates (31 out of 32) expressed feelings of overall preparedness for student teaching. Candidates specifically cited interactions with in-service teachers as the most influential factor in contributing to their preparedness. Although two candidates mentioned that these interactions occurred with family or friends who were teachers, the vast majority of connections to elementary classroom teachers occurred as a result of required program field experiences. In addition, five candidates specifically identified prior field experiences as contributing to their feelings of being prepared during student teaching. Other candidates made general statements like "The last semester was a great learning experience" and "The time spent in Tier 2 and Tier 3 was a big help. " Since the two semesters prior to student teaching, commonly known within the program as Tier 2 and Tier 3, contained significant field experiences courses, it is assumed that such broad statements were intended to include field experiences as well as coursework. Further, three candidates referenced their courses in general. Each of the prior field experiences was an actual course and may have been included in these references as well. In the words of one candidate, "I felt very prepared for my student teaching experience. I feel that having two semesters in the school prior to student teaching played the biggest factor in me being prepared because it provided me hands-on experience. I learned and improved classroom management skills, practiced teaching lessons, and had great mentor teachers to learn from. " An examination of the data revealed that the majority of candidates perceived having positive relationships with both their cooperating teachers and university supervisors. Not surprisingly, candidates indicated that more time was spent planning with the cooperating teacher rather than the university supervisor. Interestingly, candidates perceived their university supervisors as being more encouraging and as having a greater impact on improving their teaching through constructive feedback than their cooperating teachers. These findings support previous research [23, 24] , noting that university supervisors appear to provide emotional support needed for candidates to acclimate to the initial hurdles encountered in student teaching. This may be particularly true for candidates in this study who had an established relationship with their university supervisor when student teaching began while only having just met their cooperating teachers. The positive impact of a prior relationship between university supervisors and student teachers was also found by Asplin and Marks [25] who reported a significantly greater influence by university-based supervisors on candidates' teaching practices when they had taken a class with the supervisor prior to student teaching. Specifically, Asplin and Marks found that a previous working relationship led to student teachers viewing their supervisors as more knowledgeable and made them more willing to take and apply advice given by their university supervisor well as an increased positive personal relationship with the supervisor. These findings led them to conclude that some type of faculty consistency in a program that builds rapport is beneficial for student teachers. While university instructors and cooperating teachers changed as candidates progressed through the K-6 Teacher Education program, the university supervisor remained a constant, consistent ally throughout the program and was a vital aspect of all previous experiences.
The vast majority of candidates (80.6%) reported that they received 5 or more classroom visits from their university supervisor during their student teaching semester. Candidates' face-to-face interactions were assuredly greater with their cooperating teachers, with whom they shared a daily working schedule (at least 7 hours a day 5 days a week for 16 weeks). Since increased time spent together offers more time for collaboration in planning and preparing for instruction, it is logical that candidates would report more planning time with cooperating teachers than university supervisors. A greater number of contact hours would also provide more time for the cooperating teachers to observe the candidate's teaching and engage in discussion and joint reflection of the candidate's teaching. However, candidates ranked university supervisors higher in terms of providing feedback for improving teaching.
It is assumed that contact among candidates and university supervisors was maintained between visits through various forms of communications (i.e., email messages, texts, phone calls, etc.) and on-campus meetings. Including longdistance interactions, total time of engagement between candidates and university supervisors had to be less than that of candidates and cooperating teachers, thus leading to the inference that the less quantity of interactions between candidates and university supervisors was of a higher quality and, as a result, perceived as more encouraging and meaningful in regard to improved teaching.
Whether working with students or teacher candidates, no one approach works for all [26, 27] . Rather, a variety of instructional strategies and approaches must be employed based on the needs of the learner. Deeper knowledge of the candidate's skills and abilities as a result of an established working relationship over three consecutive semesters may have better equipped university supervisors to make adjustments based on individual need.
Limitations.
As in all studies, there are some limitations that should be acknowledged. In this study, participants were a convenience sample of elementary teacher candidates completing the program in a single semester. Therefore, the results of this study may not be generalizable to all teacher education programs. Further, the means of data collection was a survey, and the self-reporting nature of surveys is a limitation in that what survey respondents perceive to be true may not actually be true, thus inadvertently leading to misrepresentation.
Further
Research. Though research supports that quality field experiences play a critical role in learning to teach [28] , Anders et al. [29] caution that there is little research available in the literature that describes the actual components of effective field experiences. Likewise, this research did not identify specific field elements, such as the quality of feedback or the amount of time spent engaging in reflective conversation, that teacher candidates perceived to be beneficial to their preparedness for student teaching. More specifically, research on the perceived positive characteristics of the relationships of both university supervisors with candidates and classroom teachers with candidates should be examined. In addition, future research should be conducted to specifically examine candidates' perceptions of the university courses, prior field experiences, and the supervisors' role on their sense of preparedness to be successful in student teaching.
Conclusions
Learning to teach is a multifaceted, complex effort [10, 20, 30, 31] . Findings suggest that the relationship between teacher candidates and their university field supervisors facilitates the transfer of learning from the university to the elementary classroom during student teaching. Encouraging reflection, providing guidance through coaching, and facilitating reflection through conversations are scaffolds that assist new teachers along their journey to become reflective practitioners of their craft [32] . The role of a supervisor should extend beyond providing guidance on a specific lesson or unit but rather the supervisor must be an essential element in the growth and development of preservice teachers across all domains of teaching [33] . Unfortunately, the role and influence of the university supervisor within the student teaching process are frequently ignored or discounted [24] . Because research suggests that the quality of teacher preparation programs impacts teaching practice and student achievement [34] , no aspect of teacher preparation can be ignored, least of all the position of university field supervisor.
